Biodiversity of Europe’s mammals as rich 
as it was 8,000 years ago, according to 
new research 
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A new study comparing the biodiversity of wild mammals in Europe 8,000 years ago with the 
present has found that more species have been gained than lost on the continent. 


Projects to 
reintroduce mammals have seen animals such as wolves, beavers and lynx return to Europe's 
forests, rivers and mountains. 


The study, led by the University of York, found that recent species recovery and the introduction 
of non-native species has increased diversity by equivalent or greater amounts in many 
European regions, despite loss of habitat and local extinctions in many areas. 


Potential 


If the current momentum for conservation and rewilding projects continues, alongside projects to 
reintroduce mammals once driven from Europe’s rivers, forests and mountains — such as 
Wolves, Beavers and Lynx — there is the potential to increase diversity beyond the levels seen 
8,000 years ago in most regions, the researchers say. 


While some island mammals are now extinct, only two species that roamed the mainland 8,000 
years ago have been permanently lost globally — the Aurochs (a wild ancestor of the cow) and 
the European Wild Ass. 


Hopeful 


Dr Jack Hatfield from the Leverhulme Centre for Anthropocene Biodiversity at the University of 
York, said: “Although our study does not look at gains and losses in numbers of animals within 


species, it offers a hopeful vision for the future. The great majority of Europe's mammals are still 
here and if promises to give more land over to nature are upheld, biodiversity levels could 
increase beyond the levels seen by our ancestors. 


“Many studies have shown large declines in some populations so it is surprising how well nature 
can adapt to anthropogenic changes at a regional scale. The success of conservation actions 
like reintroduction programmes such as beavers and bison being brought back to many 
European countries, along with the movement of non-native species around Europe have also 
served to maintain biodiversity levels.” 


Future 


Co-author of the study, Professor Chris Thomas, Director of the Leverhulme Centre for 
Anthropocene Biodiversity, added: “While it is not possible to return the natural environment to 
the way it was 8,000 years ago, not all change is bad and our study highlights the possibility of a 
positive future for our relationship with Europe’s mammals” 


The study compared present day data with data from archaeological records identifying the 
presence of mammals 8,000 years ago, when there were only an estimated five million people 
on the planet and early farming was spreading across Europe. 


The researchers chose this time period as a point of comparison as the climate had recently 
become more stable, making it easier to distinguish between man-made impacts on species 
and naturally occurring changes. Species such as the Woolly Rhino and Mammoth had already 
disappeared at the end of the last ice age. 


Wildlife is making a comeback in Europe Our World 


Shown is the average relative change in the abundance (the number of individuals in a population) of animals in Data 


across selected mammal populations in Europe. For example, the numbers for Eurasian beavers shows the average 


relative change in the abundance of beavers between 1960 and 2016 across 98 studied populations. 


€ Eurasian beaver 
Kial European bison 
dA Grey seal 

Ya. Geoffroy's bat 
PF Iberian wild goat 


A Grey wolf 


ewe Southern chamois 


fF Chamois 


fee Golden jackal 
et Eurasian lynx 


PF Alpine ibex 


A Wild boar 


woe Red deer 


of Eurasian otter 


ad Roe deer 
WÈ Iberian lynx 
ARE Wolverine 


d Ringed seal 


ae Eurasian badger 
aff Harbour seal 

2. Loggerhead turtle” 
QR Brown bear 

Fa Humpback whale 
Jed Pine marten 

rh “Eurasian elk 


Start and end year 


@ 1960 to 2016 
@ 1960 to 2016 
@ 1978 to 2016 
@ 1974 to 2016 
@ 1966 to 2012 
@ 1965 to 2016 
@ 1975 to 2016 
@ 1960 to 2016 
@ 2001 to 2015 
@ 1963 to 2016 
@ 1975 to 2016 
@ 1967 to 2016 
@ 1960 to 2016 


@ 1977 to 2016 


@ 1966 to 2016 - 


@ 1987 to 2016 


@ 1989 to 2016 
@ 1971 to 2016 
@ 1960 to 2016 
@ 1960 to 2016 
@ 1984 to 2016 
@ 1960 to 2016 
@ 1997 to 2009 
@ 1986 to 2016 


@ 1970 to 2016 


1% 


Average relative change 
in animal populations 
>@ 16,705% 
>@ 16,626% 
>@ 6,273% 
>@ 5,392% 
>@ 3,502% 
>@® 1,871% 
>@ 1,549% 
>@ 1,045% 
>@ 886% 
>@ 524% 
>@ 417% 
>» @ 390% 
»@ 331% 
seminal Ewreden ones eaei E = wear Of 294% 
>@ 287% 


»@ 252% 


>@ 196% 
>@ 142% 
>@ 110% 
»@91% 


Between 1960 and 2016, populations 
of brown bears increased by an average of 44% 
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